
Eternal God, as Mary waited for the birth of your Son, so we 
wait for his coming in glory; bring us through the birth pangs 
of this present age to see, with her, our great salvation in 
Jesus Christ our Lord.

Collect for Advent 4 

Advent is a waiting season. Waiting for the Christ Child, waiting for the return 
of the light. As we wait, we hear of the love story between God and the world 
that has existed from the very first moment of Creation, and we are offered 
anew the opportunity to see ourselves and our world as a gift.

The birth of Jesus is the breaking in of the Kingdom of God, which does not 
find completion until he comes again. Advent is thus both a time of waiting for 
the Christ child, and a time of waiting for Christ to come again when the 
whole of creation will be swept up into the transforming loving relationship of 
the Trinity. It makes sense then that the Church has always used this time as 
we wait for the Beginning, to reflect on the End; both the end of all things, and 
our own personal end in death.
The sermons of the four weeks of Advent would traditionally be used to  
preach on the four Last Things: death, judgement, heaven and hell. This 
resource, both this session and next’s weeks is an invitation to spend some 
time considering one of those last things - death - as we wait in hope this 
Advent.

This session will offer some short pieces to consider something of what death 
means in our culture, what it means for everything to be created by a loving 
God, and who we are in light of that.

There will be places in boxes to pause and reflect on what you’ve read with 
some open questions and some resources to help you do so. 

You may want to have a pen and paper to hand so you can note any thoughts 
or questions that arise. Like any reflective practice on these big questions, it 
may stir up memories or feelings that you want to discuss. Fr Robin is always 
available by phone or email, as is Catherine. But there will be times made 
available on Zoom over the next two weeks to bring those thoughts for 
specific conversation, if you wish. Do check the newsletter for those times in 
the coming week.

Light Breaks In
Advent 2020
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“We all try to see through death. Is there something on 
the other side? It’s a question that causes great pain - a 

splinter lodged in the heart of humanity.” 
Marie de Hennezel

“There is nothing certain in this life but death and 
taxes.” 

Benjamin Franklin

As humans we are a meaning-making people. For anyone who has 
spent any time with small children you will know that their favourite 
question is ‘Why?’ One of the earliest writings we have - The Epic of 
Gilgamesh(c.1800 BC) is an extended meditation on death, grief and 
loss. The emotions that the author was grappling with are the same 
ones that we feel today when we contemplate the death of a loved 
one, or our own mortality. But in some ways, for all our scientific 
advances, it can feel that in our culture we have gone backwards in 
our understanding of death. It can feel as though death has now been 
pushed back behind hospital walls, and grieving is no longer 
acceptable and has to be done in private. For the first time we live in 
a culture where many of us no longer meet death as a daily reality, 
but as something that happens to other people who are not as lucky 
as us. Living in a world that prizes health, youth, and beauty we all 
race from one activity to another, filling us up with busyness, leaving 
no time to reflect on our own selves, and what our mortality might 
mean. 

There are signs that this is slowly changing, Julia Samuel and Rachel 
Clarke are both people who have written beautifully about their work with 
the grieving and the dying, but still the general sense that we will live 
forever prevails.

“Don’t know where I’m going but I know I’m always 
rushing. I never get there, and I forget where I’ve been.” 

Kesha

Unlike wider culture, Christianity has lots to say about death. At the heart 
of our faith is the image of a man dying, nailed to a cross. And it was in 
large part the new way that the earliest Christian communities understood 
and dealt with dying and death that made them so intriguing and attractive 
to their neighbours.

However, if we find ourselves with anxious questions rather than confident 
surety, then we are in very good company. The Church in Thessalonica 
clearly found themselves in that position. We have St Paul’s reply to a 
letter they wrote. From that we can tell that they were grieving loved ones, 
unsure what death means, and anxious about where they might go when 
they died. They would certainly understand C.S. Lewis’s insight that grief 
feels very much like fear. St Paul’s response centres around both the 
conviction that to grieve is good, and that as Christians we have a very 
specific hope that the wider culture does not have: the sure and certain 
hope in Christ to which we care called in Advent, and which we will unpack 
a little in these two sessions. 

It is worth saying at the outset, that when we are considering the edges of 
life, we are considering a fathomless mystery where we see through a 
glass darkly. Other than our hope being in the Resurrection of Jesus 
Christ, not one theologian can tell us for sure what lies beyond death. 
Rather than giving us a clear map, Scripture and theologians give us a 
rich, deep, and wide range of images with which to come to some 
understanding of death. Sometimes these images are in tension, and 
some may resonate with you more than others, and that might change 
over the course of your life.

Is Advent a time of waiting for you, or is it rather a time of 
busyness?
If it is a time of waiting, what is it that you wait for?

You might like to read R.S.Thomas’s The Bright Field which is 
printed at the end of this session to help you think about what it 
might mean, even for a moment, to turn aside from the everyday.



As with anything, to think about the end, we need to go back to the 
beginning. The story of Creation that we find in Genesis is not only a story 
about beginnings, but it is also a way for us to understand everything in 
terms of its beginning. The author paints an image of God creating out of 
love. The whole of creation in this story - including ourselves - is a free gift, 
gently given. We are as created as anything else in the universe, and 
therefore we are entirely dependent on God. As the author of Acts says, ‘In 
him we live and move and have our being.’ However, unlike everything else, 
we see God creating humankind in his image. The picture this offers us in 
terms of understanding ourselves is as finite, dependent, creatures who are 
beloved, a gift - to each other as well as to ourselves, and intimately related 
to God. 

‘I’ll take this emptiness,’ God said, ‘and I’ll fill it up! 
Out of the darkness I’m going to make light! And out 
of the nothing I’m going to make EVERYTHING!’…God 
said ‘Hello light! and light shone in the darkness. God 
called the light ‘Day’ and the darkness, ‘Night’. ‘You’re 
good,’ God said. And they were. 

Genesis 1 from The Jesus Storybook Bible.

[The Rising Sun, Nicola Troll]

Are there particular images in the Bible, or from tradition (whether 
from the Church, or from wider culture, or your own family) that you 
have found helpful when thinking about loss and death?

When have you been aware of the gift-ness of the world?

(When) have you been aware of yourself as a beloved gift?

What might it mean to think of yourself (and others) in this way? 



“The body is not soiled, it is not filth to be forgiven/
The body is not an apology.”  

Sonya Renee

The Christian understanding of creation is one in which all physical 
matter is both created by God through love and is declared good - 
including our bodies. God blessed this physical stuff in a special 
way through the incarnation of the Second Person of the Trinity in 
Jesus. This message has often been mangled and lost doing a 
great deal of damage to the way generations of people thought 
about their bodies and their environment. However, Christians have 
always treated dead bodies with respect, as if they remained 
integral to who the person was. One of the questions that we then 
may ask when we stop to consider death is what is the me, that 
thinks and feels and love? Are we just our bodies, or are we just a 
disembodied soul? 

In Genesis 2:7 God is described as breathing a living breath into 
Adam and it is this that makes him a living being. Adam is an 
inextricable combination of breath of God and the body. We are 
embodied creatures, and the Church has always been quick to 
squash any idea that we are just our bodies, or just our souls. One 
helpful friend that the Church has found to think about this with is 
Aristotle, who thought about all things as being both the stuff that 
they’re made from (for example a cup is made from clay) and what 
that stuff adds up to (the cup-ness of the cup) The cup-ness of the 
cup is not just the clay, but it does depend on the clay. It’s as if our 
me-ness is not just our atoms, but our me-ness is whole that is me, 
tightly interwoven - body and soul. Christian theologians have 
understood that unlike a cup (whose cup-ness is destroyed when it 
is dropped and broken) our me-ness is preserved by God when the 
body dies.

“We know ourselves to be fragile, but in death we find 
that ‘The Eternal God is thy refuge, and underneath 

are the everlasting arms.’ Deut 33:27.” 
 Andrew Davison

Lord, you created and fashioned us, you know us and 
search us out, you abide with us through light and dark: 
help us to know your presence in this life and, in the life to 
come, still to be with you; where you are alive and reign, 
God forever.  Amen

With the next session we will spend some time thinking about the the role 
of Jesus’s life, death and resurrection for our Christian hope, and what 
the words of the Creed might mean when we say “We wait for the 
Resurrection of the body, and the life of the world to come.”

Do you feel yourself beloved of God, and if so, where do you feel 
God’s presence? You may like to read Thomas’s The Moor, printed at 
the end of this session which offers one way to reflect on this.
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The Bright Field R.S. Thomas

I have seen the sun break through  
to illuminate a small field  
for a while, and gone my way 
and forgotten it. But that was the pearl
of great price, the one field that had  
the treasure in it. I realise now  
that I must give all that I have  
to possess it. Life is not hurrying

on to a receding future, nor hankering after 
an imagined past. It is the turning  
aside like Moses to the miracle  
of the lit bush, to a brightness 
that seemed as transitory as your youth  
once, but is the eternity that awaits you.

The Moor R.S. Thomas

It was like a church to me. 
I entered it on soft foot, 
Breath held like a cap in the hand. 
It was quiet. 
What God was there made himself felt, 
Not listened to, in clean colours 
That brought a moistening of the eye, 
In movement of the wind over grass.

There were no prayers said. But stillness 
Of the heart’s passions — that was praise  
Enough; and the mind’s cession  
Of its kingdom. I walked on, 
Simple and poor, while the air crumbled  
And broke on me generously as bread.


